
history of the rockettes
The Timeless Charm: Exploring the History of the Rockettes

history of the rockettes is a fascinating tale that intertwines precision dance, showbiz
glamour, and American cultural heritage. These iconic performers have become
synonymous with holiday cheer, dazzling audiences at Radio City Music Hall and beyond.
Understanding how the Rockettes evolved from their early days to the world-renowned
dance troupe they are today offers insight into the resilience, artistry, and innovation
behind one of the most beloved entertainment groups in the United States.

Origins and Early Beginnings

The story of the Rockettes begins in the early 1920s. Originally known as the “Missouri
Rockets,” the group was founded in St. Louis by Russell Markert, a choreographer who
dreamed of creating a high-kicking precision dance troupe. Markert’s vision was inspired by
the European can-can dancers and the precision drill formations of military marching bands.
His goal was to blend sharp synchronization with the energy and spectacle of stage dance.

In 1925, the Missouri Rockets made their debut, performing in the Ziegfeld Follies and other
vaudeville shows. However, their big break came when they were discovered by the
impresario Samuel Roxy Rothafel, who invited them to perform in New York City. Upon their
arrival, the group was rebranded as the Rockettes, a name that captured the excitement
and speed of the era’s fascination with rocketry and modern technology.

The Move to Radio City Music Hall

Radio City Music Hall, which opened its doors in 1932, became the permanent home for the
Rockettes. This venue was designed to be the “Showplace of the Nation,” and the
Rockettes fit perfectly into that vision with their dazzling performances. Their debut at
Radio City was part of the lavish “Parade of the Wooden Soldiers,” a number that remains a
staple of their repertoire to this day.

The Rockettes quickly became a symbol of precision and professionalism, with their
perfectly synchronized kicks, intricate formations, and glamorous costumes. The routines
were not only visually stunning but also remarkably challenging, requiring dancers to
maintain exact timing and uniformity.

Evolution Through the Decades

As America navigated the tumultuous decades of the 20th century, the Rockettes also
evolved. The troupe adapted their performances to reflect changing tastes, societal norms,
and technological advancements in theater production.



The Golden Age: 1930s to 1950s

During the Great Depression and World War II, the Rockettes provided a much-needed
escape for audiences. Their shows were a blend of elegance and exuberance, often
featuring patriotic themes and elaborate sets. This era solidified their reputation as a
cultural institution.

The introduction of synchronized lighting, radio broadcasts, and eventually television
brought the Rockettes to a wider audience. Their televised Christmas Spectaculars became
an annual tradition for families across the country, embedding the Rockettes deeply into
popular culture.

Modernization and Inclusivity

The latter half of the 20th century saw the Rockettes embrace change in several ways.
Costume designs became more varied and contemporary, incorporating new materials and
styles while retaining the classic look. Dance styles also expanded, incorporating jazz, tap,
and other influences alongside their signature precision kicking.

One of the most significant shifts in the Rockettes’ history came with increasing diversity
and inclusivity. For decades, the troupe was criticized for its strict uniformity not only in
dance but also in dancer selection, often favoring a specific body type and look. Over time,
the Rockettes have opened their ranks to women of various backgrounds, ethnicities, and
body types, reflecting broader social movements towards representation and equality in the
arts.

Iconic Performances and Cultural Impact

The Rockettes’ influence extends far beyond their dazzling kicks. They have appeared in
countless films, television specials, and live tours, becoming an enduring symbol of
American entertainment.

The Christmas Spectacular Tradition

Perhaps the most famous aspect of the Rockettes’ legacy is their annual Christmas
Spectacular at Radio City Music Hall. This holiday show has been a tradition since the
1930s, enchanting audiences with festive music, elaborate choreography, and stunning
visuals. Numbers like the “Parade of the Wooden Soldiers” and the “Living Nativity” are
beloved highlights that showcase the Rockettes’ blend of precision and theatricality.

Hollywood and Beyond



The Rockettes have also made numerous appearances in Hollywood films, including classics
like “The Great Radio City Music Hall” and the beloved holiday movie “Radio City Revels.”
These appearances helped cement their status as cultural icons and introduced their
artistry to a global audience.

The Rigorous Craft Behind the Spectacle

Behind the glitz and glamour lies an incredible amount of discipline and training. Becoming
a Rockette is no small feat. Dancers must meet strict height requirements (traditionally
between 5’6” and 5’10.5”) to ensure uniformity on stage, and they undergo rigorous
auditions focusing on technique, stamina, and precision.

Training and Technique

The Rockettes are renowned for their high kicks, executed with perfect timing and
alignment. Achieving this level of precision requires countless hours of practice and a deep
understanding of body mechanics. Many Rockettes have backgrounds in ballet, jazz, or tap,
which they combine to master the troupe’s unique style.

Teamwork and Synchronization

What truly sets the Rockettes apart is their ability to move as one entity. Each dancer must
be hyper-aware of her colleagues, maintaining exact spacing and timing. This collective
precision creates the mesmerizing visual effect that has captivated audiences for nearly a
century.

Legacy and Future Prospects

Today, the Rockettes continue to be a symbol of showmanship and holiday joy. Their
performances draw thousands of visitors to New York City each year, contributing
significantly to the cultural and economic vitality of the area. They also inspire new
generations of dancers who dream of joining their ranks.

The troupe’s commitment to innovation while honoring tradition ensures they remain
relevant. From embracing diversity to incorporating new technologies in their shows, the
Rockettes are poised to captivate audiences for many years to come.

Whether you’ve seen them perform live or watched their dazzling routines on television,
the history of the Rockettes is a testament to the enduring power of dance, dedication, and
the magic of live performance. Their journey from a small Midwestern dance group to an
international icon is a remarkable story of passion, precision, and perseverance.



Frequently Asked Questions

When were the Rockettes founded?
The Rockettes were founded in 1925 in St. Louis, Missouri.

Who founded the Rockettes?
The Rockettes were founded by Russell Markert, who wanted to create a precision dance
troupe.

Where did the Rockettes originally perform?
The Rockettes originally performed at the Roxy Theatre in New York City starting in 1932.

What style of dance are the Rockettes known for?
The Rockettes are known for their precision dance style, including high kicks, tap, and
synchronized choreography.

When did the Rockettes become part of Radio City
Music Hall?
The Rockettes became the resident dance company at Radio City Music Hall when it opened
in 1932.

How did the Rockettes influence American
entertainment history?
The Rockettes popularized precision dance and became an iconic symbol of American stage
performance, especially with their annual Christmas Spectacular show.

Have the Rockettes ever broken any barriers in their
history?
Yes, the Rockettes broke racial barriers by hiring their first African American dancer,
Jennifer Jones, in 1985.

What is a significant annual event associated with the
Rockettes?
The Rockettes are best known for their annual Christmas Spectacular at Radio City Music
Hall, which has been performed since 1933.



Additional Resources
The Enduring Legacy of Precision: The History of the Rockettes

history of the rockettes traces back to the early 20th century, revealing a fascinating
journey of innovation, artistry, and cultural impact. Known for their iconic precision dance
routines and synchronized high-kicks, the Rockettes have become synonymous with
American entertainment, particularly their signature performances during the annual Radio
City Christmas Spectacular. This article delves into the origins, evolution, and enduring
influence of this legendary dance troupe, shedding light on how they carved a unique niche
in performance art and popular culture.

Origins and Early Development

The history of the Rockettes begins in 1925, when Russell Markert founded the group in St.
Louis, Missouri. Originally called the Missouri Rockets, the troupe was inspired by the
precision dance style of the Tiller Girls, a British dance company known for their elaborate
formations and synchronized movements. Markert sought to create a dance ensemble that
combined precision, athleticism, and theatrical flair.

In 1932, the Rockettes were discovered by Samuel Roxy Rothafel, a prominent New York
theatrical impresario, who brought them to Radio City Music Hall in New York City. This
relocation marked a pivotal moment, as the Rockettes became the hallmark of the newly
opened venue, performing in lavish stage shows that attracted millions. Their debut at
Radio City solidified their reputation for precision dance and spectacular visual displays.

Evolution of Style and Technique

Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, the Rockettes refined their signature style, characterized
by precise unison, high kicks, and elaborate formations. Their routines combined elements
of tap, jazz, and ballet, requiring exceptional discipline and training. Over time,
choreography became more complex, integrating synchronized arm movements and
intricate patterns.

The Rockettes’ emphasis on uniformity and timing set new standards in dance
performance. Unlike individualistic dance styles, their appeal lay in collective
synchronization, which required dancers to maintain perfect alignment and timing down to
the millisecond. This technique not only captivated audiences but also influenced
subsequent precision dance groups worldwide.

Cultural Impact and Iconic Performances

The Rockettes quickly became a cultural phenomenon, embodying the glamour and
optimism of the American entertainment scene. Their annual participation in the Radio City
Christmas Spectacular, which began in 1933, became a cherished holiday tradition, drawing



families and tourists alike each winter season.

The Radio City Christmas Spectacular

This production remains the Rockettes’ most famous engagement. The show features
elaborate costumes, sets, and choreography that celebrate the holiday spirit. Highlights
include the “Parade of the Wooden Soldiers,” which showcases mechanical precision
through intricate footwork and timing, and the “Living Nativity,” a tableau vivant that
emphasizes grace and poise.

The Christmas Spectacular's success lies not only in its festive appeal but also in the
Rockettes’ ability to evolve the show’s elements while maintaining the core precision dance
aesthetic. The production has become a benchmark for holiday entertainment and has
influenced similar shows nationwide.

Expanding Reach: Television and Touring

With the advent of television, the Rockettes expanded their visibility beyond the stage.
Appearances on shows such as the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade and various televised
specials introduced their artistry to a broader audience. Touring productions further
disseminated their style across the United States, reinforcing their status as cultural
ambassadors of precision dance.

Training, Audition Process, and Performance
Demands

The Rockettes are renowned for their rigorous selection process and demanding training
regimen, which underpin their exceptional performance quality.

Audition and Selection

Aspiring Rockettes undergo a highly competitive audition process emphasizing technique,
stamina, and the ability to synchronize flawlessly with a large group. Height requirements
traditionally ranged from 5’6” to 5’10.5”, ensuring uniform leg lines during kicks. While this
criterion has evolved over time to embrace more diversity, precision and consistency
remain non-negotiable.

Training and Rehearsal

Once selected, dancers participate in intensive rehearsals focusing on perfecting timing,
spacing, and choreography. Training includes daily warm-ups, strength conditioning, and



stamina building to sustain the physically demanding routines, which often involve up to
200 high kicks per performance.

Performance Challenges

Performing as a Rockette requires endurance and mental focus. The ensemble must
maintain perfect synchronization despite large cast sizes and complex stage formations.
Injury prevention is critical, given the repetitive high-impact nature of their dance style. The
company’s investment in dancer health and wellness reflects the professional standards
necessary to uphold their legacy.

Evolution in Diversity and Inclusion

Historically, the Rockettes faced criticism for rigid casting policies that favored a
homogenous appearance, often excluding dancers of diverse racial and ethnic
backgrounds. Over recent decades, however, the company has taken steps towards
inclusivity.

In 1985, Jennifer Jones became the first African-American Rockette, breaking significant
racial barriers. Since then, the Rockettes have broadened their recruitment efforts,
reflecting changing social attitudes and an evolving definition of uniformity that balances
tradition with inclusivity.

This shift not only enriches the company’s cultural relevance but also challenges the notion
that precision dance requires strict physical conformity. The Rockettes’ commitment to
diversity signals a progressive direction without compromising their trademark precision
and professionalism.

Comparisons and Influence in the Dance World

The Rockettes are often compared to other precision dance troupes such as the Tiller Girls
and the Lido Girls of Paris. However, the Rockettes’ unique blend of American
showmanship, athleticism, and theatricality sets them apart.

Their influence extends beyond entertainment into the broader dance community. Precision
dance techniques pioneered by the Rockettes have informed choreography in Broadway
productions, music videos, and competitive dance teams. The emphasis on uniformity and
timing has become a benchmark for group dance performances globally.

Pros and Cons of the Rockettes’ Style

Pros: The Rockettes’ style offers a visually stunning experience characterized by



perfect synchronization and athletic grace, appealing to wide audiences and setting
high artistic standards.

Cons: The demanding physical requirements and historical uniformity criteria have
posed challenges related to dancer diversity and inclusivity, though recent progress
has mitigated some concerns.

Modern Era and Continued Relevance

Into the 21st century, the Rockettes have embraced technological advancements and
contemporary choreography while preserving their core identity. Innovations in stage
design, lighting, and multimedia have enhanced their performances, making them
accessible to new generations.

Moreover, the Rockettes’ presence in pop culture, including appearances in films,
television, and advertising, maintains their visibility and relevance. Their annual Christmas
show remains a major New York City attraction, drawing international visitors and
contributing significantly to the cultural and economic vitality of the city during the holiday
season.

The Rockettes also engage in community outreach and dance education programs,
nurturing the next generation of performers and reinforcing their role as cultural icons.

The history of the Rockettes is a testament to the enduring power of precision, discipline,
and artistry in dance. From their humble beginnings in Missouri to their status as an
emblem of American entertainment, the Rockettes continue to captivate audiences with
their remarkable synchronization and timeless appeal. As they evolve with the times, their
legacy stands as a beacon of excellence in the performing arts.
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